Molecular chaperones and the immune response.
Molecular chaperones belonging to heat shock protein families have been identified as prominent antigens in the immune response to a wide variety of infections. Recognition of such highly conserved antigens may contribute to protective immunity but, in some circumstances, may also have pathological autoimmune consequences. Recognition of chaperones may be an inherent feature of the immune system. Peptide mapping experiments revealed an overlap between hsp 70-binding sites and immunodominant regions of three protein antigens, consistent with a possible functional activity for molecular chaperones in the processing and presentation of peptides during class II-restricted T lymphocyte responses. A functional role for molecular chaperones in antigen processing may be a factor which contributes to their immunogenicity.